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HI do not come from a family
ofphilanthropists; I come from
a family of survivors. "
_ Karen Lee Hawkins

KAREN LEE HAWKINS
Untaxed Creativity
By Rachel A. Van Cleave

For Karen Lee Hawkins the journey to become director of the
Office of Professional Responsibility for the Commissioner of
the Internal Revenue Service in Washington, DC has taken many
turns and bends-punctuated by a number of important "ftrsts"
and formative experiences.
Throughout her circuitous career, Karen has consistently relied on her creative energy, hard work, and innate intelligence to
overcome obstacles. She has designed solutions to address a
range of issues, from multi-ethnic university-student housing to
legal representation for taxpayers caught up in the system. Yet
Karen gives the impression of solving these problems with the
greatest of ease-the depth of her creative ideas yet to be fully
taxed.
From rather humble beginnings as the child of two US Marines, Karen exhibited tenacity in achieving her goals early on.
Her parents met in the Marine Corps (each had separately joined
during World War II), at a time when this was not considered a
career option. Her mother, a real-life "Rosie the Riveter," had
followed her brother into the Marine Corps where she worked
on B-52s in Detroit. The family, which included Karen's halfsister June, eventually made South Attlelboro, Massachusetts
their home.
Karen was determined to go to college and it was her own
hard work and initiative that got her there. Money was her main
obstacle, but with scholarships and student loans she attended
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and graduated from the University of Massachusetts at Amherst.
She smiles broadly, "I had a party when I paid off my student
loans after ten years. I burned them." Karen graduated with honors, having majored in English with an emphasis on Elizabethan
and Jacobian drama.
She was doing graduate work at UMass Amherst when the
university hired her to be the resident director of one of its residence halls for undergraduate women. A young woman herself,
Karen was the youngest person ever hired for the challenging
position. At the time, the university was integrating about 350
African-American students to the predominantly white campus.
Karen played a key role in this assimilation, educating administrative staff, and helping to smooth the transition, while also
addressing concerns of other minority student groups. The experience would serve her well later in her career.
Karen's success at the residence hall "sparked an interest in
higher education administration and the need to address the complexities of student life." She was offered a position at the University of California, Davis, but instead accepted an offer from
San Francisco State University to become the assistant director
of student services. Karen packed up and started her journey to
the West Coast. During her drive west, political unrest over thenGov. Ronald Reagan's selection of S.l. Hayakawa to be president of the San Francisco State campus, which was caught in
the turbulent student unrest of 1968-1969, resulted in a walkout by all the African-American administrators, including the
director who had hired her. All pending job offers were rescinded.
Karen arrived in San Francisco without employment and outside the hiring season for academic positions. Thus began one
bend in her career.
Karen applied for ajob at Pacific Telephone & Telegraph. "The

UNTAXED CREATIVITY

45

woman who interviewed me told me that I was over-qualified
for any position available for women, and she tore up my application and put it in the trash."
After a brief stint as a cocktail waitress in San Francisco, Karen
returned to the phone company with her "modified" application
that stated she had dropped out of college after her sophomore
year. With her "new" credentials, Karen was hired immediately
as a communication consultant. She soon learned that her peers,
all women, took phone calls from commercial clients; however,
any face-to-face follow-up with the clients was conducted by
her male colleagues. Karen informed her immediate supervisor
(a woman) that she was interested in applying for the job with
face-to-face contact with the clients. The supervisor told her that
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women could not apply for those jobs because they could not do
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that kind of "technical work."
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Karen was not dissuaded. Although she was told that such contact with clients was "risky" for women and that it would be too
difficult to learn the complicated technology to be effective,
Karen persevered and ultimately was allowed to apply for the
job with the support of a male supervisor.
She then had to endure a mock client session during which the
man playing the client was completely obnoxious. "He screamed
and jumped on the table," she recalls. Karen was not ruffled,
and once again, her persistence paid off. She became the first
woman in the San Francisco Bay Area to interface directly with
clients as a communications consultant at the Pacific Telephone
& Telegraph. And during her five years in that position, no real
client ever behaved as badly as her colleague in the mock session. Karen certainly paved the way for other women; by the
time she left the phone company, about 50 percent of the communications consultants who interfaced with clients were women.
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The University of California, Davis must have held onto
Karen's file because she received a call inviting her to apply for
the position of assistant dean of student affairs. Her work at the
University of Massachusetts integrating student housing had
apparently attracted the UC Davis administration. It was 1972
and UC Davis was beginning to address the concerns of minority students and the resulting protests. As the assistant dean of
UCD Student Affairs, she was charged with overseeing graduate and undergraduate housing.
While at Davis, Karen decided to get more business education, but the campus did not have a business school at the time.
Instead, she earned her Master's in Education in Organizational
Development and Change, about as close as she could get to the
equivalent of a business degree. For her thesis she designed,
implemented and oversaw the fIrst multi-ethnic residence hall
in the country. "Twenty-fIve percent of the rooms were allocated to each key ethnic group," Karen explained, and each individual resident entered into a contract agreeing to participate
in the educational activities designed to introduce each group to
the other's culture. "It's still there," she says proudly of the program, "and it has served as a model for similar programs throughout the UC system and around the country."
During Karen's tenure at UC Davis, Congress passed Title IX,
which prohibits sex discrimination in education programs or
activities. As ifher achievements at the UC Davis residence halls
were not enough, she became a key participant on the UC Davis
team to implement the new law. Karen participated in creating
the campus' fIrst Women's Center, and other programs to implement Title IX. When asked what made her decide to go to law
school Karen recalls, "While I was at Davis, people kept telling
me I should be a lawyer, so I decided to go." With this decision,
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Karen took on yet another challenge.
"Thank goodness for Golden Gate," Karen proclaims. "In 1976,
other law schools did not even respond to my application." At
Golden Gate, though, the law school was actively recruiting
women. Her class was composed of a nearly equal balance of
men and women. Many of the women had backgrounds similar
to her own; they had had successful careers, but had decided to
become lawyers. Most of the men in her class were younger,
having entered law school immediately after completing their
college degrees, but had been unable to gain admission to fIrsttier law schools. She recalls that the women in her class were
quite willing to challenge those male faculty members who made
unthinking sexist comments. She was impressed that most professors listened and responded by taking more care with what
they said.
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when she took the federal tax course with Professor Alan
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Cadgene. "Alan Cadgene was phenomenal. He helped me see
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Karen's interest in tax law was sparked during her second year

how tax law permeates everything and his excitement for the
material was infectious." She recalls that before the classroom
renovations in the '80s, law professors stood on a platform at
the front of the classroom. "At least one time each class, Professor Cadgene would fall off the platform while expressing his
enthusiasm for what you could do with the tax code." During
her second year at GGU, she joined the Tax Section of the American Bar Association, and eventually the Tax Section of the CalifomiaBar.
Once again, an institution lagged behind Karen's educational
aspirations. Just as she had wanted to pursue a business degree
before UC Davis had a business school, she wanted to pursue
an LLM in Taxation. However, Golden Gate had not yet started
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what is now a highly successful LLM Tax program. Instead,
Karen earned an MBA in Taxation from Golden Gate's School
of Tax, while working full-time as a lawyer at the Touche Ross
accounting firm. While the large corporate law firms like
Pillsbury, Madison and Sutro were not especially interested in
Golden Gate graduates, the accounting firms were eager to hire
law graduates with tax training.
Karen was the first woman lawyer in the CPA firm's San Francisco tax department. "Working at Touche Ross was a fabulous
experience." The accounting firm recognized the practical skills
Karen brought with her, based on her Golden Gate education, as
well as her prior experiences at DC Davis and at the phone company. "They quickly gave me more responsibility than anyone
in my hiring class." She immediately began meeting with clients
and taking on a broad range of work. "I worked with great people
and learned different approaches to problem-solving by observing a variety of styles." Nonetheless, after four years at Touche
Ross, Karen decided to open her own law office.
Leaving Touche Ross was difficult because many clients
wanted to stay with her, which would have meant doing the same
kind of accounting and tax preparation work she eschewed for
legal practice. "In the end I kept only three clients: an elderly
woman, an elderly man, and the number-one son of a prominent
Taiwanese family, who also offered me office space." For about
a year she shared office space with a business lawyer, Bill
Rolsman, who was "so thrilled to have a tax lawyer, that he
bought a whole set of tax books for me to use for research. We
are still good friends."
Ayear after leaving Touche, Karen ran into William E. Taggart
Jr., whom she had known at Golden Gate where he was assistant
dean of the MBA-Tax and MS-Tax programs and was working
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to get the LLM Tax program accredited. Taggart was the fIrst
dean of the LLM Tax program and remains dean emeritus. In
1984 Karen joined Berger & Taggart and about two years later
the fIrm was renamed Taggart & Hawkins.
Karen's career as a tax lawyer has been as exceptional as her
convoluted path getting there. She was the 1995-1996 chair of
the Taxation Section of the State Bar of California and only the
second woman chair in twenty years. After serving in a variety
of leadership capacities with the American Bar Association Section of Taxation, she was selected by her peers as chair-elect of
the section for the year commencing July 2009. She has been a
successful lawyer representing well-known clients such as Dusty
Baker, former manager for the San Francisco Giants, and Albert
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Hakim, the Iran-Contra fmancier. Her integrity and profession-
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"I had no role models," she explains, when asked what inspired her to be so dedicated to pro bono work. "I do not come
from a family of philanthropists; 1 come from a family ofsurvivors."
During Karen's years at the phone company, employees were
encouraged to get involved in the community and were even
given work-release time to do so. It was then that Karen discovered an alternative high school housed in one of the warehouses
near the office. She began volunteering as a reading tutor and
was pleased when some of the students she worked with, mostly
minority students, made it to college. She also worked with a
Chinese-American friend at the phone company to address the
needs offrrst-generation Chinese who did not know how to use
the telephone. Karen and her friend put together a group of people
who translated phone company materials into Chinese and dis-
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tributed these to the Chinese community in San Francisco.
"My experience as a law student at Golden Gate further instilled in me a sense of responsibility to help those in need."
Examples such as Professor Mort Cohen's pretrial litigation clinic
that served women in the San Francisco City jail instilled within
her an "obligation to give back as a lawyer," she explains.
In 1995 Karen, with the support of Tax Court Judge Stephen
Swift, designed and implemented an extremely successful pro
se pro bono tax court program. This program links experienced

tax controversy lawyers who are willing to provide pro bono
legal assistance with litigants who represent themselves (pro se
litigants) in tax court.
Just as her creative solution for multi-ethnic student housing
became nationally known, so too did this innovative program.

In 2004 the ABA Section of Taxation named Karen its "Pro Bono
Lawyer of the Year. " While Karen has represented many needy
taxpayers caught up in the system, one case that has become
quite famous involved Gwendolyn Ewing. Mrs. Ewing sought
relief from tax liability that her husband should have paid. The
question of relief for an "innocent spouse" had not been raised
in this particular context before and Karen's advocacy resulted
in an initial victory for Ewing. The victory was short-lived before it was reversed by the Ninth Circuit US Court of Appeals.
Karen then took on the formidable challenge of persuading Congress to amend the Tax Code.
She managed to persuade Sen. Diane Feinstein's legislative
staff that the law had to be changed to allow the tax court to hear
"innocent spouse" cases, even if no tax deficiency was at issue.
Feinstein's staff worked with legislative counsel at the US Treasury Department to draft the changes in the law. "I was not impressed," remarks Karen. As she explained in an interview pub-
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lished in Tax Notes, "They came up with something that didn't
even get to the point." She believed that the change could not
simply benefit the taxpayer at the expense of the government.
The language that she proposed, and what was eventually
adopted, "expressed the original intention of Congress; protected
all parties; and made the statutory provisions equitable."
When asked if she has any time to pursue other interests, she
smiles. Amazingly, she has time to play golf, which she calls
"my Zen exercise." She is the only woman member ofthe Northern California Lawyers & Judges GolfAssociation, which plays
tournaments about once a month at different golf courses in northern California. She admits she'll be sorry to leave her California
golf buddies behind, but hopes to have more time for golf in
Washington, DC.
When I met with Karen she had recently accepted the position
of director of the IRS Office of Professional Responsibility and
was preparing to move back across the country to begin her first
position in government service. (However, it was not yet public
information at the time.) Karen is looking forward to her new
job. "The potential of that office has not been fully explored.
The focus has been on 'road kill' -the easy cases of tax practitioners who are non-filers." Karen would like to focus on conduct
that "really hanns the public and the system."
Given Karen's creativity, energy, intelligence, and persistence
it is likely that she will greatly enhance the ability of the OPR to
encourage professionalism and elevate competence in the nation's
tax-practitioner community. The new post is an important one,
but even it will not fully satisfy Karen's boundless untaxed creativity.
Karen Lee Hawkins was interviewed on February 27,2009 by
Professor of Law and Associate Deanfor GGU Law School
Academic Affairs Rachel A. Van Cleave.
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